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The CPA Examination
by JERRY W. KOLB

In-Charge Accountant, Chicago Office
Presented before the Northwestern University Chapter
of Beta Alpha Psi—June 1961, and the Accounting Society of Roosevelt University, Chicago—November 1961

of my remarks will not have the weight of statistical validity
or as we accountants are prone to say, general acceptance, but
are personal observations based on my experience with the examination and discussions with other successful candidates. I have divided
this topic into three major areas: (1) When to take the examination,
(2) How to prepare for it, and (3) How to write the examination.
The level of the examination has been set by the Board of Examiners to test the competence of the candidate for general practice in
a medium-sized community. The Board apparently feels that experience in public accounting is a requisite for attaining this level of
competence, and attempts to prepare examinations that cannot easily
be passed without this experience. This characteristic is best illustrated by the auditing section of the examination.
One writer draws the following conclusions from the statistical
results of a study conducted by the A I C P A :
SOME

1) Experience in public accounting up to four years increased
the likelihood of the candidate's success. This experience was
of the greatest benefit in writing the auditing section, and
2) There is no evidence to support the opinion that candidates
do best on examinations immediately following graduation.
Other writers have conceded that experience has contributed to
success on the examination, but further state that the examination
centers about areas of accounting aptitude and classroom-type problems. Thus, the candidate who postpones the examination to gain
experience in public practice must face the problem of maintaining his
classroom knowledge at the same keen level as when he was a college
senior.
Of course, the exceptional individual who is able to adopt a rigorous study program that provides for both the constant review of
classroom materials and a broadening of his accounting knowledge at
the same time as he engages in public practice on a full-time basis, will
be in an excellent position to sit for the examination. Most of us,
38

I'm afraid, are unable to maintain such a schedule and may find that
the advantages of experience are outweighed by the "inability to
demonstrate a fresh academic background and competence so vital
to success on the examination."
It is to this latter viewpoint that I personally subscribe and especially commend it for members of a group such as this one. Although
statistics show a high percentage of failures for college graduates
without experience, we must remember that these are national averages and that all accounting graduates are not required to meet the
same level of proficiency required in most of our Illinois universities.
The State of Illinois has always had a high percentage of successful
candidates—and Illinois is a state that allows candidates to take
the examination without meeting any experience requirements. A n
analysis of the results of 30 C P A examinations in Illinois from 19431958 disclosed information that should be encouraging to prospective
candidates: 64 per cent of all serious candidates were successful in the
examinations (a serious candidate was defined as one who, if unsuccessful on the first attempt, will try again). It is estimated that this
64 per cent might increase to 70 per cent if figures were projected
past the May 1958 examination.
I suggest that the student attempt to take the examination as
soon after graduation as posssible or, if the final semester's study load
is light enough, take the examination while still in school. A t this
point, the student should be at a sort of academic peak and through
adequate study be in a position to attack even the auditing section
with confidence. If the candidate is able to pass the other sections
of the examination and earn a condition in auditing, he may then
concentrate his efforts on this one area; when he attempts to write
off the condition he will have had approximately one year of experience
to further the possibility of success.
If the candidate is completely unsuccessful on this first attempt
he has still derived certain advantages from taking the examination
early. The past preparation will only serve to increase his knowledge
and make future preparation that much easier. The candidate will
also have been exposed to the actual examination conditions and
should thus be mentally better prepared for later encounters with the
examination. Thirdly, the candidate will have a better insight into
his strengths and weaknesses and be better able to plan his future
studying.
The individual's preparation must by necessity be of an intensive
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nature. The C P A examination can be compared to a final examination in college except for one distinguishing factor. When taking a
final examination the student knows he is going to be held accountable
for certain specific chapters in one or more textbooks. Not so in the
C P A examination, where the candidate must be prepared to answer
questions from the entire field of accounting. However, the questions
are not general but require the type of accuracy demanded by your
professors who know that you have been diligently preparing for their
examination and may have just reread the text on the preceding day.
One of the decisions confronting the student will be whether
or not to enroll in a C P A review course. There is no one answer to this
question since it will depend on the ability of the student and the
nature of the particular review course. These review courses fall into
two broad categories: Some concern themselves primarily with the
assignment of problems and the review of the solutions in the classroom while others concentrate on the theories relating to the solutions and make available some techniques with which the individual
would not otherwise be acquainted. A l l review courses will save the
candidate substantial time in the selection of pertinent data and in
developing a course of study.
Many students, however, will be able to plan carefully their own
study programs. If they then have the willpower to adhere faithfully
to these programs, they will certainly be at no disadvantage as compared to their review-course counterparts. On the contrary, careful
planning and forethought should result in designing a study program
tailored to the individual's needs rather than to those of the group.
A study program should include a review of standard textbooks in
the following fields:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Intermediate and advanced accounting
Auditing
Cost accounting
Federal income taxes
Business Law
Governmental accounting—problems in this area have normally
been optional in the past. However, since these problems are
normally easier to solve than the alternative problem offered,
it is well worth the student's time to review his governmental
accounting or if necessary, undertake to study the subject on
his own.
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The student in planning his program should give consideration to
questions and problems that have appeared on examinations in the
three to five preceding years and attempt to interpret any trends that
may be apparent. For example, in the examinations of recent note there
have appeared problems relating to the management accounting areas
such as budgeting and cash flow. A s there has been much discussion
within the profession of placing greater emphasis on management
services in the examination, the candidate would do well to devote
time to reviewing the various management-accounting tools and
techniques.
The key to the student's study program lies in the appraisal of
his own strength and weaknesses in various areas. A realistic appraisal will allow the candidate to direct his efforts in the most fruitful
manner. He would certainly do well to review vigorously his intermediate accounting theory—a sound knowledge of theory is not only
vital in preparing for the Theory section of the examination but also
for Auditing since auditing is basically an examination of accounts
to determine whether these accounts are fairly stated in accordance
with generally accepted accounting principles.
A preparation program would not be complete without a thorough
study of a number of publications outside the textbook field. The
following list of publications of the A I C P A represents a "must" for
every serious candidate.
• Accounting Research Bulletin 43 and subsequent bulletins
• Codification of Statements on Auditing Procedures and subsequent bulletins
• Generally Accepted Auditing Standards
• Professional Ethics of C P A s
• C P A Handbook
• Terminology bulletins
• Internal Control
Other non-textbook publications that are highly recommended
but not definitely necessary in the student's program are:
• Case Studies in Internal Control
• Case Studies in Auditing Procedures
• Accountants' Legal Responsibility by Saul Levy
• The Journal of Accountancy and The Accounting Review of
the past three years
For many of the candidates, the time needed for review of these
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latter four publications might better be devoted to the study of basic
materials.
As part of his preparation, the student should attempt to work
out, under examination-hall conditions, the examinations of approximately the three preceding years. This will aid the candidate in
developing an ability satisfactorily to answer problems and questions.
The student should later compare his solutions to those published by
the A I C P A , not for the purpose of committing to memory the particular solution since the same problem will not be used in future
examinations, but with a view to mastering the concepts presented to
developing proficient work-paper techniques and an ability to organize
and convey ideas in written form, and to determining areas that need
additional study.
One final thought on preparation for the examination: The weight
of opinion appears to be that the candidate should study up until
several days before the examination date, at which time he should relax
and forget about it all. Being a "crammer," for several reasons I find
it hard to subscribe to this theory. Because of the extended period
of the review many areas that the candidate studied several months
previous have already started to fade and the examination requires
particulars in the solutions and not general observations. Secondly,
information is most fresh in the candidate's memory in the days immediately following his review.
While it is impossible to review all the applicable material in
detail in two or three days, I would suggest the following approach
that I and others have found very successful. Obtain a C P A review
manual that represents material covering the entire scope of the examination and work with this manual over the week end and the two days
immediately preceding the examination. B y this I mean, reread the
manual completely, making sure you have mastered all the topics
covered. If not, then stop immediately and study these subjects more
intensively. Where illustrations and sample problems are presented
along with the text material, work these problems out independently
of the presented solutions, making sure that you understand all the
underlying principles so that a variation of this problem will present
little difficulty.
I might suggest carrying this minute review or cramming even a
little further. After spending months in preparation for the examination the student may be willing to give up several hours of sleep to
get the extra review which may be quite important in the final analysis.
What I am suggesting is to read the chapters in the review manual on
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auditing and business law in the evenings before these examinations
are given. True, you can expect to be tired when returning home
from the examination hall but a nap after dinner should put you in
a position to be able to study for two or three hours and still manage to
obtain sufficient sleep. I must caution you that such intensive cramming should not be undertaken if you have found this inadvisable
from past experience.
As for the actual taking of the examination, the candidate would
be wise to arrive slightly early on the examination day, leaving sufficient time to register and get comfortable. He should be prepared
with a supply of pencils, an eraser, a ruler, a pen, and equally important, a wrist watch.
When the examination booklet is received, the candidate should
carefully read the instructions and then read all the questions and
problems through quickly and rank them according to relative difficulty. B y working on the easiest problems first, the candidate is
able to build up his confidence as he continues through the examination. This procedure also enables him to save time on the easier
problems, which can be used to offset excesses that may be required
by any more difficult problems subsequently encountered.
The candidate should read the requirements before reading the
problem data. In this manner he will be able to relate the problem
data to the requirements and orient himself to the over-all problem.
To aid in the actual problem-solving the candidate may want to underline key information, make marginal notes or use some method to
indicate related data; this is most advantageously done on the second
reading of the problem.
After the candidate has familiarized himself with the problem
data and requirements, he should outline the steps needed to achieve
the solution. The importance of planning the method of solving a
problem or outlining the points to be covered in answering a question
cannot be overemphasized. Careful planning will not only help to
insure that all problem requirements are met but will result in the
least total time spent on the problems.
Here are some other points to keep in mind when preparing
the actual solution:
• Don't abbreviate to excess; in financial statements, accountants'
reports, or other formal writing it is a good rule not to abbreviate at all.

43

• Although special assumptions are rarely necessary, if the candidate does make an assumption it should be clearly stated
together with the reasons why the candidate thought it was
necessary.
• Prepare all financial statements in good form with proper heading, classifications, terminology, bases for valuation of assets,
etc.
• Show calculations in understandable form and label them
clearly. The grader may be able to give partial credit for
these calculations even if the final answer is wrong.
• Do not spend time looking for minor mathematical errors. The
grading policy has been that such errors of themselves are
relatively unimportant. However, the candidate is expected
to detect substantial errors, especially when they result in
unreasonable amount relationships.
There are certain suggestions that are applicable primarily to
answering essay-type questions. The question of course should be
read thoroughly after first determining the requirements. A n outline
of the answer should be prepared to insure that the candidate does
not omit any pertinent information while writing his answer. The
use of an outline also enables the candidate to integrate his material
and present his ideas in an orderly manner without unnecessary repetition.
Good sentence structure, accurate spelling, proper word usage,
and punctuation are important in the answer. Not only is the lack
of an ability to express one's self well in writing a pitfall for many
candidates, but it is also one of the greatest criticisms directed toward
accounting graduates. The examiner can grade you only on what
you have written so "say what you mean and mean what you say."
Don't follow the example of a candidate who wrote: Liabilities of
an indeterminate amount should definitely be shown in the balance
sheet if they are of material amount.
In answering questions that require definition, attempt to be
exact and precise in your wording. Avoid using the same words in
the definition as are in the term being defined; for example: Standard
cost of sales represents the cost of goods sold at standard.
The candidate should strive to be as definite as possible in his
solutions. Avoid the use of generalities and don't be afraid to go into
details. The grader can give you credit only for what you write and
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not for what he may think you know or meant to say. Along this
same line of thought, it is quite important that reasons for your
answers be incorporated into the solutions, especially for the theory
and auditing sections of the examination. It is not sufficient to state
that a certain practice is acceptable or unacceptable—the answer is
not complete without a full discussion of the underlying theory supporting such a conclusion. Once these points have been presented
do not keep repeating them in different ways—either look for other
important points to include in your answer or go on to the next
question.
Before concluding, there are two other general points I should like
to discuss. The first of these is a tendency to panic in the examination. I am sure that all of you will find one or more problems that
may move you in this direction. If on first reading of the examination, this is your reaction to a certain problem, just leave it for
last and go on to other problems. While working on other problems,
the psychologists tell us that the subconscious mind is working on
this more difficult one. If you remember that other candidates are
also being bothered by this particular problem you can maintain
an advantage by recognizing this situation and not letting the first
emotional reaction hinder your efficiency in the examination.
A final word of advice: Don't leave the examination hall early.
You have only additional points to be gained by reviewing the
problems and polishing up your answers. One or two points often
mean the difference between the success or failure of a candidate.
The members of an academically proficient group such as this
chapter of Beta Alpha Psi should face the C P A examination with confidence. W i t h proper preparation, the great majority of you can
expect to be successful on your first attempt.
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